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The Vital Role of Faith Communities in the Lives of 
Urban Refugees: A Case Study of Christian Response 





The majority of the world’s refugees do not live in refugee camps, but rather in cities around 
the world. Realities for urban refugees are vastly different from the conditions of a refugee 
camp. Urban refugees lack the institutional support of official refugee camps and often have 
minimal legal covering in their host cities. Without government support with and the limited 
capacity of UNHCR to provide adequate help, it is left to citizens of the host cities to provide 
help. Kuala Lumpur is home to more than 150,000 refugees and even more asylum seekers. 
These population numbers could be overwhelming to a city without help from its citizenry. This 
paper will examine ways in which Christian churches have welcomed and helped this large 
refugee population when few others would help. Guided by a biblical command to “welcome 
the stranger,” churches have sacrificed greatly to impact the lives of refugees in several key 
areas: education, employment, health care, and spiritual vitality. Because faith communities 
operate outside of governmental and non-governmental bureaucratic structures, their work 
often goes unnoticed. The work of these faith communities in KL is not an isolated event but 
serves as one case study of similar work happening in cities all over the world.
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One Sunday morning a distraught-
looking woman was sitting in 
the	back	of	a	church	service.	The	
moment	the	service	ended,	the	
woman came rushing down to the 
front,	holding	out	her	cell	phone	with	
a message translated into English, 
explaining	her	circumstances.	She	
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church immediately went into action 
to	help.	This	woman	is	one	of	many	
thousands who come to Kuala 
Lumpur	to	get	out	of	threatening	
situations in their countries of origin. 










































Malaysia is among the nations that 
have	received	an	increase	in	refugees	
and asylum seekers in recent years. The 
legal and social issues refugees face 





communities are often among those who 
offer	help	when	help	cannot	be	found	
elsewhere. Research has shown the 
supportive	role	of	religious	communities	
in	the	lives	of	refugees.[11]	In	a	study	
on refugees in Delhi, Tiwari, Field, and 





be written about Muslim, Buddhist, 
Hindu,	and	Sikh	responses	to	refugees	








Refugee Realities in Kuala 
Lumpur
Omar * and his wife and three 
teenage	children	fled	from	Syria	after	









was working illegally as a refugee. 





many refugees coming to Kuala 
Lumpur	in	hope	of	a	better	life.
Although the statistics bounce 
up	and	down,	there	are	an	estimated	





Those working closely with refugees 
in Malaysia claim there are at least 
another 175,000 who are not registered 
but	fit	the	definition	of	a	refugee.	These	
refugees and asylum seekers are almost 




Syrians. They came to Malaysia because 
they	could	arrive	on	a	tourist	visa,	and	
because	it	is	a	Muslim	country.[15]	










of origin. At that time, refugees were 
placed	in	camps	and	their	movements	
were restricted and most were resettled 





crossed a border. An unfortunate reality 
is	that	some	refugees	are	moved	across	
boarders by smugglers, which has 





Whether refugees and asylum seekers 
enter Malaysia come by land, sea, and 
air,	they	face	a	long	and	difficult	path	to	
survival.









has the challenge of continuing 
strong	diplomatic	and	commercial	
ties with neighboring countries, 
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Refugees facing years in limbo cannot 
sustain	themselves	without	an	ability	to	
earn an income. 






waiting on handouts; they are working 
hard	when	they	can	find	work,	even	
with	measly	wages.	Nevertheless,	
their earnings are seldom enough to 








To make matters worse, refugees are 
often	the	scapegoats	for	any	problems	
that	arise.	When	the	public	rhetoric	
remains aimed at refugees (and other 
transient	foreigners),	legal	covering	for	
refugees	remains	on	the	periphery.[20]	








Although Malaysia is majority Muslim, 
Kuala	Lumpur	is	a	highly	diverse	





The Christian Mandate to “Wel-
come the Stranger”
Religious faith communities are 
called	to	respond	out	of	the	resources	of	
their faith. More work needs to be done 
to	give	voice	from	the	perspectives	of	
different	faith	backgrounds.[21]	Robert	
Muggah and Adriana Erthal Abdenur 
give	the	big	picture:	“The	involvement	
of cities in welcoming refugees and 
providing	sanctuary	has	deep	roots	






















all your heart, and with all your soul, 
and with all your strength, and with 


























from general treatment of all humanity 
to	commands	specific	to	the	treatment	
of refugees.





of the creation account in Genesis 1 is 
the	creation	of	humanity.	At	this	point	
the language is unique. Earlier in the 
passage	it	describes	other	animals	being	
created by God as good, but nothing 
more. When it comes to the creation of 
humanity, Gen 1:27 says this:
So God created humankind in his 
image, in the image of God he 
created them; male and female he 
created	them.[23]
This	remarkable	verse	clearly	




referring to all humans. There is not 
distinction of tribe, class, or gender. 
All	humans	bear	God’s	image	and	are	
therefore to be treated with honor and 
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The Role of Christian Faith Com-
munities in Serving Refugees in 
Kuala Lumpur










foreigners in his city and their many 
needs. Allan sold his business and began 
to build a coalition of churches who 
would	be	willing	to	help	the	vast	needs	

























a coalition of churches, has a refugee 
school with 1,400 students from twenty 
different countries from kindergarten 


























telling of all of the great work being 
done. Here I recount only a summary 
















migrant workers from Myanmar. When 
visiting	the	school,	I	entered	the	humble	
two-story house and immediately heard 
the	cacophony	of	multiple	classes	
of children learning arithmetic and 
reading.	Every	square	foot	of	the	rented	
house was being used. There was 
even	one	class	meeting	on	the	stairs	
connecting	the	two	floors.	The	teachers	
were also refugees, sometimes with 
only a little more education than the 
32
The Vital Role of Faith Communities in the Lives of Urban Refugees: A Case Study of Christian Response to Refugee 







able to hire refugees formally. It is left 





















income and cater to the needs of 
each community, creating a micro-
economy within the larger economy. 
The	small	refugee	schools,	supported	
by churches, also hire many from the 
refugee	community.	Organizations	like	
Allan’s	also	offer	vocational	training	




Rohingya children into their schools. 
In consulting with Rohingya leaders 
they	have	worked	out	a	way	to	
provide	supplemental	education	in	
their community-based madrassas. In 
this case, there is collaboration across 
religious lines.
In	the	prolonged	time	these	
refugee children are in Malaysia, many 















home country due to war, this high 
school graduate wanted to be an 
accountant. Now stranded in Malaysia, 
Fahd was unable to study accounting 
formally.	A	Christian	accountant	learned	
of	Fahd’s	need	for	a	job	and	desire	




him in the country of resettlement.





refugees in Malaysia demonstrates the 
need for care that addresses the traumas 















Many of the refugee schools also 














by the military in his home country 









was studying, his tooth began to ache 
terribly.	Dental	care	was	long	overdue,	
and he needed a root canal. Through 
a	church	contact	a	Christian	dentist	
offered	treatment	at	a	deeply	discounted	






through wilderness and unsanitary 
vessels.	Upon	arrival	they	must	work	
long hours with little rest and nutrition, 
always	with	the	stress	of	exploitation	
or	arrest	hanging	over	them.[33]	Many	












majority do not seek medical treatment 
from	these	hospitals.[34]
In	addition	to	the	physical	health	
challenges for refugees, mental 
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Having	a	deep	connection	to	friends	
through a shared faith community can 
help	fill	in	some	of	the	emotional	gaps	
that refugees so frequently struggle 
with. In addition, these churches 
provide	holistic	care	for	other	issues	that	
surface.	For	example,	churches	provide	











refugees. One of those refugees was 








the funerals, including for the owner. It 




in the midst of tragedy. 
If	it	weren’t	for	these	churches	
and	individual	Christians,	it	is	hard	
to imagine the dread that refugees 
in	Kuala	Lumpur	would	face.	We	
other	teenagers	managed	to	escape	
the slaughter and found their way to 
Malaysia	through	an	overland	route	
in	the	thick	tropical	jungles.	It	was	a	





these churches. Now Benjamin is 
studying in a Malaysian Bible college 
so	he	can	help	others	know	God	as	he	
does.
One mistake we make when 














their chosen faith. Here churches offer 




community. For some refugees, they 
have	never	enjoyed	spiritual	community	










of minority status (religiously and 
ethnically).	It	is	beyond	the	scope	of	
this article to draw any conclusions on 





of whom seek refuge because of their 
mistreatment as minorities in their home 
countries. 
As refugee numbers continue 
to rise around the world and 
governmental	support	becomes	









refugee children. We could also tabulate 
the	costs	of	providing	employment	
services	and	vocational	training	for	
refugee adults. We could add to this the 
costs	of	healthcare	provision.	It	is	more	
difficult	to	calculate	value	of	spiritual	
community offered through churches. 
If we brought all these calculations 
together,	the	total	cost	in	services	
provided	would	be	considerable.	To	
think about it another way, imagine 
the	city	of	Kuala	Lumpur	devoid	of	
any of these churches and their work 
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